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Introduction 

This report presents an overview of the 
changes in total population in the city of Boston 
over the 50 year period from 1940 to 1990. Also 
included are projections of the city’s total 
population in the years 2000 and 2010. 
Accompanying tables and figures display the 
data discussed below. Less reliable mid-term 
projections are included in the Appendix. More 
detailed information about Boston’s population 
in 1980 and 1990 is available in separate reports 


published by the BRA. 


Actual Population — 1940 - 1990 Census Data 
According to the 1990 census, Boston's 
population was 574,283. Between 1980 and 
1990, Boston gained 11,289 residents, a 2% 
increase, and was one of the few older cities to 
gain in population in that decade. Boston’s 
population peaked in 1950 at 801,444 and then, 
like other urban centers, it declined steadily to its 
modem low of 562,994 in 1980; a drop of 


238,450 or 29% in three decades. 


Population Projections to 2010 

The Metropolitan Area Planning Council 
(MAPC) and the Massachusetts Institute of 
Social and Economic Research (MISER) both 
project that the city’s population will grow 
continuously from 1990 to 2000 and 2010. 
MAPC projects Boston’s population to grow to 
591,262 in the year 2000 — an increase of 16,979, 
and by 2010 adding another 9,188 residents to 
reach a total population of 600,450. 

MISER projections are significantly higher. 
Its projections show Boston at 628,382 in 2000, 
up 54,099, and at 688,112 in 2010, up another 
59,730. 

Projections are always subject to error and 
are useful only to estimate trends. One should 
not use projected numbers in 2000 and 2010 as 
definitive benchmarks. It is heartening to note, 
however, that both agencies see growth in 
population in Boston’s future. The BRA has 
worked closely with MAPC in its projections 
over the years and believes that its more 
conservative estimates are more likely to be 


realized than MISER’s. 
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Conclusion 

Boston, like most other older urban 
centers, lost population in the latter half of this 
century. There are, however, promising signs of 
a population recovery in the future. First, Boston 
was one of the few older cities to gain population 
between 1980 and 1990. Its population 
increased by 11,289 or 2% in that decade. In 
addition, population projections by two major 
planning agencies in Massachusetts (MAPC and 
MISER) show increases in the years 2000 and 
2010. 

Boston is the nation’s 20" largest city in 
population and the second smallest major city in 
land area at 48.4 square miles. (San Francisco is 
smaller.) Regardless of Boston’s size, the city 
remains the economic, cultural, educational, 
medical, and governmental center of the 
country’s seventh largest metropolitan area with 
more than 5.4 million people. With 9.5% of the 
state’s population, Boston holds 17% of the 
state’s employment, produces 22% of the state’s 
gross product of goods and services, and 
generates 18% of the state’s tax revenues. The 
city’s population doubles every day as more than 
575,000 people come into the city. In addition to 
being one of the few cities with more jobs than 


people — more than 375,000 workers commute 


into the city every day — Boston attracts 
hundreds of thousands additional visitors who 
come into the city to shop, go to school, receive 
health care, visit historic sites or attend cultural 
or sporting events. 

| Population is an important measure of a 
city’s vitality. Boston’s unique geography and 
the fact that it has not grown by annexing 
neighboring communities the way most major 
cities have kept the residential population 
relatively small. Boston’s importance, however, 
resides more in the concentration of employers, 


commercial establishments, colleges and 


'. universities, hospitals, and cultural institutions 


and other attractions that generate a day-long 
population that is more indicative of the city’s 


social, economic and cultural vitality. 
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Population of the City of Boston 


1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 1995** 2000 2010 
Census Bureau* 770,816 801,444 697,197 641,071 562,994 574,283 
MAPC projection 591,262 600,450 
MISER projection 564,330 628,382 688,112 
* Actual ** Estimate 
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Population Changes in the City of Boston 


1940-50 1950-60 1960-70 1970-80 1980-90 1990-2000 2000-10 
Census Bureau* 30,628 -104,247 -56,126 -78,077 11,289 


MAPC projection 16,979: 9,188 
MISER projection 54,099 59,730 
* Actual 
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Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2024 with funding from 
Boston Public Library 


https://archive.org/details/populationchangeOObost 


Appendix 


Other Mid-term Projections 


MISER, 1995. MISER estimated the city’s 
1995 population as 564,330 - a loss of 9,953 
since 1990. This estimated loss - though minor 
and disputed by the BRA - is explained as a 
result of 1990-92 regional economic recession in 
Boston and the boom in the city’s housing 
market resulting in emigration of larger families 
seeking cheaper housing outside city. 

The BRA argues that the recession was well 
on its way to recovery at that fine and by 1995 
the housing market was growing increasingly 
tight and more expensive since 1990 as a result 
of increased demand for people wanting to live 
in the city. (See BRA reports Boston’s Economy 
(1999) and Rising Pots Boston in the 90s 


(1998).) 


U.S. Census Bureau, 1996. The US. 
Census Bureau estimated the city’s population in 
1996 at 558,394 - a loss of 15,889 since 1990. 
To estimate migration that occurred in a region, 
the U.S. Census Bureau matches tax return 
addresses of filers from year to year. 
Massachusetts attains a match rate of only 65%, 


substantially lower than the 82% nationwide. 


This low match-up rate will certainly cause the 
Comets Bureau to miscount the city’s population. 
The BRA points out that there are three groups 
within the city’s population - college students, 
people near or. below poverty, and foreign 
immigrants - that do not file tax returns enn 
from year to year and that account in part for 
Massachusetts’s low match up rate. Thus these 
people are very likely to be undercounted by the 
Census Bureau's estimation methodology. 
Boston has a disproportionate number of all 
three groups. College enrollment in the city’s 
higher education institutions accounts for more 
than one-fifth of the city’s population because 
the city hosts 34 colleges, universities, and other 
post-secondary schools. Enrollment at these 


schools reached 134,774 in fall 1996, an 8.4% 


increase from fall 1991. Also, the city tends to 


accommodate poorer residents and immigrants. 
International communities in Boston provide 
friendly environments to newly arrived 
immigrants and make these communities the 
most likely destination for new immigrants. 


Besides the potential inaccuracy of the US. 
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Census Bureau’s estimation based on matched 
tax returns, the enrollment of children in 
Boston’s public and private schools has 
remained consistent and does not support the 
conclusion that the city’s population has declined 
since 1990. Based on Haein Public Schools 
data in the BRA report — Who are Boston’s 
Children (1998) - total school enrollment in the 
city’s public schools rose to 62,338 for the 1997- 
98 school year up from 56,109 for 1989-90. The 
total number of school age children living in the 
city and attending public and private schools was 
81,802 in 1998, only 587 less than 1990. BPS 
Facts, published in March 1999 by the Boston 
Public Schools, estimates the population of 
school-age children at 83,000 in 1999, again a 
relatively small change, though an increase, 


since 1990. 
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